In contemporary debates, Europe is most often referred to as a geographical, cultural, historical, or political-economic entity. But is it possible to conceive of Europe also as a philosophical idea?
The first counterargument is the most obvious one. Europe does contain within itself the specific generality characteristic of philosophical notions. However, Europe differs radically from the classic concepts of traditional metaphysics -truth, essence, evidence, and so on -and it does not demarcate any specific domain of being such as the arts, politics, or the economy. Instead of an idea or a concept, Europe is a name (or a proper noun) and as such, it signifies a particular being, a geographical territory, or a tradition in relation to others. The historical demarcation of Europe has always been relative: Whereas the ancient historians -such as Anaximander or Hecataeus of Miletus ( c . 550-476 BC) -conceived of Europe as one of the three great parts of the world, alongside Africa and Asia, modern geography sees it as one of the seven major continents.
To put it in the language of post-structuralism, the meaning of Europe has always been dependent on different kinds of binary opposition: It is a concept whose meaning is contingent and context-dependent. Since the period of Charlemagne, for instance, Europe has been associated most often with the domain of Western Christendom, whose idea or sense was constantly strengthened through its conflicts with the Ottoman Empire from the 14th century onwards. Moreover, although Europe was also torn apart by its inner conflicts, especially in the 19th and 20th centuries, its identity was reshaped through competition with the rising global superpowers, the U.S., Japan, Russia, and later China. The idea of Europe without an outside is simply inconceivable.
The second objection is a more complicated one: In none of its historical forms has Europe had the kind of identity that would make possible its identification with a particular idea or essence. Throughout its history, Europe has been treated as an assemblage of different traditions (the Judeo-Christian, the Greek, the Roman) or mentalities (the German, the French, the British), which resist its adhesion to a particular essence or form. Unlike Rome or the modern nation states, Europe was never founded on a myth, a particular language or an ethnically homogenous people, but instead arose against multidimensional dynamism, such as was characteristic of Greek city states or medieval communes. As Arendt would have put it, what Europe lacks is exactly that principle of a common auctoritas , a common founding authority: Its foundations are many instead of one.
1 This reluctance with regard to foundations was also apparent in the process leading to the Lisbon Treaty of 2007, in which the European nations clearly refuted all allusions to founding symbols (such as the common flag, or a common anthem) or shared authorities (like the Founding Fathers of the U.S.). Indeed, who could pledge allegiance to Europe?
This openness is also apparent in the dominant historical narrative, according to which it was the task of Europe to 'discover' the rest of the world.
2 Europe discovered the world, but it did not discover itselfEurope remains a question for itself.
In this article, I would like to answer these counterarguments by acknowledging a historical, yet highly relevant, discourse on the philosophical idea of Europe. This debate, which took its point of departure from the 18th-century federalist plans to overcome the state of war between the European nations, acquired its essentially philosophical character through a new mode of theoretical reflection characteristic of the modern age: the philosophy of history. Through this inherently modernist approach, which aimed to discover the inner laws of historical development and the possibility of progress, Europe became one of the central platforms on which the regularities of history were put to the test -where the ideas of progress and decline acquired their concrete character.
In the works of Rousseau, Kant, and Hegel, Europe became synonymous with the idea of universalism as the gradual dissolution of cultural limits and the triumph of an egalitarian community of human beings. Instead of simply acting as the sole representative of this universality, however, the position of Europe was a more complicated one: it was the task of Europe to act as the mediator between the particular and the universal. In other words, Europe was the answer to the question: To
